containment doctrine that George Kennan admirably defined in 1947 and that guided US foreign policy for a long time.
Obama's foreign policy cannot be understood without situating it in relation to various doctrinal strands. To this end, two parameters should be considered. The first is an assessment of US policy with regard to its willingness or propensity to actively engage in world affairs. This places US policy on a scale ranging from isolationism to expansionism. The second is an interpretation of US policy tradeoffs between the preservation of its closest and most narrow national interests (realism) and the promotion of values beyond its borders (messianic liberalism). These traditions overlap while remaining separate. Realism and isolationism are not one and the same, and neither are interventionism and messianic liberalism. The Vietnam War, for example, was not really motivated by messianic politics. Rather, it was the byproduct of Cold War thinking following the Cuban crisis. Washington wanted to show Moscow that it would not be allowed to gain ground in Asia. The resulting military escalation was more attributable to entanglement than a predetermined strategy. In fact, Lyndon Johnson, who became responsible for this disaster after Kennedy, was politically much closer to the realists than to the messianic internationalists.
3 Not all realists are opposed to military action ( Johnson, Nixon, Bush Senior), and not all idealists are militarists (Carter). Moreover, there are realist wars and more messianic ones. The First Gulf War in 1991 was of the former nature, while the second was of the latter. In a review of the monumental biography of Kennan, one of the greatest inf luences on US foreign policy during the Cold War, Henry Kissinger, who is identified with the most traditional realists, aptly reminds us that stable orders require elements of both power and morality. In a world without equilibrium, the stronger will encounter no restraint, and the weak will find no means of vindication. At the same time, if there is no commitment to the essential justice of existing arrangements, constant challenges or else a crusading attempt to impose value systems are inevitable. 4 Political actors must navigate many constraints and many legacies. Obama cannot escape these limitations. Before delving into the debate over the traditions of US foreign policy in order to better understand Obama's policy, one notion needs to be dismissed: the alleged alternation between isolationism and expansionism.
